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ics	 in	both	public	debate	and	academic	research.	So	 far	 there	
has	 been	 no	 systematic	 argumentation	 theoretic	 analysis	 of	
populism,	however.	This	paper	is	intended	to	provide	first	steps	
towards	such	an	analysis	by	giving	a	full	argumentation	theo-























eral	 election	 in	 2017	 by	 the	 German	 right-wing	 populist	 party	
	
1	See	Mudde	and	Rovira	Kaltwasser	(2017)	for	an	introduction,	Pappas	(2016)	


















arguments	merely	 provide	 support	 to	 its	 premises.4	 Its	 reconstruction	
draws	 on	 the	 argumentation	 theoretic	 framework	 of	 Betz	 and	 Brun	
(2016),	which	is	able	to	bring	comparably	high	clarity	to	the	subject	of	




The	 first	 step	 consists	 in	 reconstructing	 the	 conclusions	 and	










sistent.	 Second,	 it	 relies	on	verifiably	 false	premises	 for	 its	 arguments.	































The Core Argument of Populism
Power
The populists must come to power.
Doom
Society is doomed and must be saved.
Core Argument
The populists are the only salvation of
society from doom.
Salvation
Society can only be saved, if the
populists come to power.
Will of the People
Society can only be saved, if the will
of the people is realized.
Salvation by the People
Only the populists can realize the will
of the people.
Voice of the People
Only if the populists come to power,






The	 argument	 consists	 of	 two	 sub-arguments.	 The	 first	 sub-argument	
consists	of	two	premises	and	one	conclusion.	The	first	premise	[Doom]	
states	 that	 society	 is	 doomed	 and	must	 be	 saved.	 The	 second	premise	
[Salvation]	states	that	society	can	only	be	saved	if	the	populists	come	to	
power.	The	conclusion	 [Power]	 states	 that	 the	populists	must	 come	 to	
power	and	follows	logically	from	[Doom]	and	[Salvation].	
Donald	Trump’s	campaign	slogans,	 for	example,	were	based	al-






supposes	 that	 it	needs	 fixing.	What	 “it”	exactly	refers	 to	 is	not	entirely	
clear.	Presumably,	however,	 “it”	 refers	 to	 the	United	States	 itself	or	 its	
government.	Trump’s	slogan	is	thus	almost	synonymous	with	the	second	
premise	[Salvation].	The	conclusion	[Power]	is	implicit,	as	it	is	usual	with	




































































7	Cf.	Taguieff	 (2006)	 for	a	more	sceptical	perspective	on	 the	project	 to	define	
populism.	
8	A	reconstruction	of	the	entire	argumentation	fully	visualized	with	Argdown	is	









































it	 is	 linked	to	the	arguments	on	crime,	 Islam,	and	culture	(section	3.1).	
These	arguments	are	not	only	closely	connected	to	the	argument	on	im-
migration,	but	also	play	an	important	role	in	both	the	AfD’s	election	and	
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































spiracy	 theory	 of	 the	 “Great	 Replacement”	 –	which	 is	 increasingly	 ad-
hered	 to	 and	 propagated	 by	 right-wing	 extremists,	 masterminds,	 and	
high-level	politicians,	but	also	by	many	right-leaning	voters.15	
Although	interwoven	with	the	previous	arguments	on	crime,	Is-














“genderism”	 and	 “multiculturalism”	 –	 coming	 from	 within	 society	 –
threaten	“our	way	of	life.”	“Gender-mainstreaming”	destroys,	so	the	AfD’s	


























































































































































































































































































































Various	 other	 scenarios	 of	 doom	 identify	 past	 achievements	 that	 have	
been	lost,	according	to	the	AfD,	in	today’s	Germany.	The	AfD	wants	to	re-
instate	 the	 principles	 of	 liberty,	 democracy,	 and	 the	 rule	 of	 law	
(EE19:2.1/2.2),	national	sovereignty	with	respect	to	banking	and	finance	
(EE19:5.5),	and	to	 immigration	and	asylum	policy	(EE19:6.1),	 the	 free-
dom	 of	 research	 and	 teaching,	 and	 the	 scientific	 level	 of	 excellence	
(EE19:12.1),	the	neutrality	of	education	(EE19:12.4),	Germany’s	ability	to	
defend	 its	 borders	 (EE19:3.2.2),	 internal	 security	 (EE19:8.1),	 and	 the	






Moreover,	 the	 threats	 identified	 to	 “us”	 and	 “the	people”	 show	



















tion	 is	straight-forward	and	can	be	 found	 in	 the	manifestos	 from	2017	
















“We	the	people”	against	“them	up	there”	–	this	 is	 the	classical	 topos	of	
populism	and	it	is	not	missing	in	the	AfD’s	argumentation.	Also,	Donald	
Trump	frequently	used	the	slogan	“drain	the	swamp,”	declared	to	“make	
our	 government	 honest	 once	 again,”	 and	 railed	 against	 the	 “establish-
ment.”	Classically,	anti-elitism	has	been	considered	a	defining	feature	of	
populism.21	
The	 “establishment”	 is	 seen	 as	 the	 “enemy	 of	 the	 people”.	 The	
AfD’s	manifestos	and	party	platform	contain	arguments	of	this	kind:	
	













(1) [Corruption	 and	 Inability]:	 The	 "establishment"	 is	
corrupt	and	incompetent.	





































The Core Argument of Populism
Salvation
Voice of the People
Only if the populists come to power,
the will of the people will be
realized.
Political Alternative
Apart from the "establishment" only the
populists can come to power.
The "Establishment"
The "established parties" prevent the
will of the people from being
realized. (1)
Lost Connection
The "establishment" does not want to
and cannot realize the popular will.
(1.7)
Corruption and Incompetence
The "establishment" is corrupt and
incompetent. (1.7)
Losing Connection
The "establishment" does not want to
and cannot realize the will of the
people because they are corrupt and
incompetent. (1.7)
Inability
If the "establishment" is corrupt and
incompetent, it cannot and will not






Crucial	 to	 the	AfD’s	argumentation	 is	also	 the	alleged	role	of	 the	 tradi-
tional	media,	which	is	depicted	as	another	“enemy	of	the	people”.	The	ar-
gumentation	contains	the	infamous	allegations	of	“political	correctness”	





























The	central	premise	of	 the	argument	 is	 [“Fake	News”	and	Censorship].	
The	manifesto	(FE17:	1.7)	says:	"The	omnipotence	of	the	established	par-
ties	 is	also	cause	(...)	of	 the	 freedom-limiting	 ‘political	correctness’	and	



























dia,	 and	 most	 citizens	 in	 Germany	 think	 and	 say.	 It	 makes	 the	
Salvation
The Core Argument of Populism
Voice of the People
Only if the populists come to power,
the will of the people will be
realized.
"Fake News" and Censorship
Freedom of expression will not be
subject to any restriction or
censorship unless the "fake news" is
abolished. (9.5)
The "Fake News"
The "fake news" prevents the people's
will from being realized. (9)
Will of the People and Censorship
The will of the people will only be
realized if freedom of expression is
not subject to any restrictions or
censorship.
"Political Correctness"
If the "fake news" prevails, the
parties continue to use the instrument
of "political correctness" and
co-ordinate the press.
Public Debate
The co-ordination of the "fake news"
and the use of "political correctness"
dictate public opinion. (1.7)
Opinion Formation
If the parties continue to use the
instrument of "political correctness"
and to co-ordinate the press, the










The	 last	 thread	 in	 the	argumentation	supporting	premise	 [Voice	of	 the	









(2) [Exit	 from	EU]:	Only	 the	populists	have	 the	political	
goal	of	leaving	the	EU.	








(2) [No	Nationality,	 No	 Sovereignty]:	Without	 national	
statehood,	there	is	no	sovereignty	of	the	people.	
(3) [No	 Sovereignty,	 No	 Democracy]:	 Without	 sover-
eignty	of	the	people,	there	is	no	democracy.	












words:	 "Only	 in	 national	 states	 can	 people’s	 sovereignty	 be	 lived,	 the	
mother	and	the	heart	of	democracy.”	Premise	[No	Democracy,	No	Peo-
ple’s	Will]	is	implicit	in	the	title	of	Chapter	1	of	the	manifesto	for	the	fed-

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































ably	 false,	misleading,	 or	morally	 problematic.	 In	 the	 few	 cases	where	
added	premises	are	more	controversial,	they	implicitly	follow	from	other	
statements	in	the	AfD’s	programs	and	it	can	justifiably	be	assumed	that	










The	 reconstruction	 allows	 us	 to	 draw	 a	 few	 plausible	 (even	
though	preliminary)	conclusions	about	the	AfD’s	argumentative	strategy.	
It	seems	to	consist	of	three	steps.	First,	the	AfD	specifically	uses	emotions	
such	 as	 fear,	 anger	 and	 indignation.	 These	 emotions	 –	 whether	 well-
founded	or	not	–	are	addressed	in	many	premises	of	the	argumentation.	
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